
Scientifically-Based Reading Instruction for Adults:

A Kentucky Pilot Project
The National Center for Family Literacy (NCFL) worked for two years (2005-2007) with adult education teachers in Kentucky in a pilot test of scientifically-based reading assessment and instruction. Funding was provided by Kentucky Adult Education, Council on Postsecondary Education.

Project Goals
(1) To improve reading instruction and learner outcomes for adults in the pilot programs
(2) To test the effectiveness of the following assessment/instructional strategies and staff development services: 
(a) Teacher training based on assessment and instructional strategies outlined in NCFL’s publication, Applying Research in Reading Instruction for Adults: First Steps for Teachers, a book developed as part of a national initiative funded by the National Institute for Literacy
(b) On-site support, provided by a reading coach, for one half of the teachers 

Project Plan and Activities
NCFL staff provided training, resource materials, and learner-assessment assistance for 16 adult education teachers in the first year and 24 in the second year. The teachers represented urban and rural programs in 19 counties. All the teachers received four days of initial training, one day of follow-up training, commercial instructional materials they chose from a list developed by project staff, and on-site assistance with diagnostic assessment of learners’ reading-component skills. They also benefited from instructional resources developed for the project, including sample lessons and learner practice materials and video demonstrations developed for training. After training, one half of the teachers were randomly assigned to receive additional instructional assistance from a reading coach. 
The participating teachers were introduced to the reading-skills development process, so they could understand the varied causes of individuals’ reading comprehension problems, including weak alphabetics skills (phonemic awareness and decoding), lack of fluency, and limitations in vocabulary or comprehension strategies. The project focused on the need for assessment of these reading component skills and explicit instruction based on assessed needs. 

Participating Adult Learners
A total of 278 adults participated in the project (123 in Year 1 and 155 in Year 2). Most were Caucasian and African American, and almost two-thirds were females. They ranged in age from 16 to 66 and most were unemployed. In Year 1, 61% of the adults were younger than 30 and 40% were employed. The group in the second year was somewhat older (e.g., 30% over the age of 40). In addition, only 22% were employed in the second year, and more adults in this group reported disabilities (23%).
Project Outcomes

Teachers. NCFL project staff administered a Teacher Knowledge Survey (adapted from an instrument developed for a research study*) to all the teachers at the beginning and ending of four days of training (24 hours) and again in the spring of the year. In both years of the project, teachers demonstrated a statistically significant gain in knowledge after participation in the training. A paired samples t-test revealed a significant change in knowledge at the p<.001 level. 
At the spring administration of the survey in both years, the teachers demonstrated they had retained their knowledge. In addition to these measurable knowledge gains, the teachers also reported (and the coach observed) changes in their instructional practice as a result of participating in the project.

Learners. Documented learner outcomes were based primarily on pre- and post-administrations of the TABE Reading test. The TABE was administered after 20 hours of reading instruction. In both years of the project, learners demonstrated significant gains despite very little instructional time, often a few hours each week at most. Limited program hours and sporadic student attendance are typical in adult basic education programs across the country, due to limited program resources and adults’ busy and complicated lives. For the same reasons, it isn’t always possible to give post-tests, which results in smaller numbers of post-tests compared to initial testing (post test scores for 82 adults). Hence, it seemed reasonable to administer the TABE after 20 hours of reading instruction and that is what the teachers did. 
Following are the mean pre-and post scores in reading comprehension based on the TABE test. These scores are reported in grade equivalents.
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For adult learners in Year 1 these results translate to an average of one grade-level gain for every 10 hours of reading instruction. For Year 2 students it is an average of one grade-level gain for every 12.5 hours of reading instruction.
These outcomes, and improvements described by teachers and learners, gave the project staff reason to believe the training and support provided were effective in improving instruction and learner outcomes. 
*Bell, S., Ziegler, M., & McCallum, R. (2004). What adult educators know compared with what they say they know about providing research-based reading instruction. Journal of Adult and Adult Literacy, 47, 542-563.
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